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This study reﬁbrts%similarities and differerces in perceptions
L of adolescent students toward selected conditions chat characterize
the curriculum of sampled alternative schools. Data were coliected
from students who ‘were disconnected from alternative school environ-
. - -ments and from students who were involved and productive in these
’ settings. The perceptions of:1,692 students from thirty-one alter-
native schools in six Eastern states toward eleven variables were
reported. -Iwenty-two percent (353) of the students were identified
as marginal to their learning ehvironments. Black students were
found more likely to be marginal, as were lower class students,
males, and students with‘beldw average verbal ability. By high-
lighting differences between the perceptions of marginal. and other
learners, the research findings also show that specific aspects of
alternative school environment contribute, in part, to the persistent
problems of students who are forced to the margins Qf their schools.

s

Y )

- 2 ’\ K .
. US.DEPARTMENT OF KEALTH, ' “PERMISSION TO BEPRODUCE THIS

EDUCATION & WELFARE ’ )
SDUCATION & WELFARE MATERIAL HAS BEE™ GRANTED BY

. EDUCATION : ‘ i
THIS DOCUMENT WAS BEEN REPRO: . ' -~ /)Cp J GI/IC’YL{

OuUCED EXACTLY AS RECE!
VED FROM
. THE PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGIN-
N ] 'ATING IT POINT@DF VIEW OR OPINIONS
STATED DO NOT ECESSARILY REPRE.

s
SENT OFFICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUT
EDUCATION POSITION OR POLICY € oF PRINTED IN

; - Fehruary 1978 _ -

[y

(?J S.A TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
.0.A. INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) AND
. USERS OF THE ERIC SYSTEM.’

-

(o)

«©

iy Presented at the National Conierence of the American Ed !
%% Researchtﬁssociation i T™-sronto, March 1978. o

<

o 3 - : NP .

EMC . . ‘ L. ol

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

INTRODUCTION

On the margins of most schools and classrooms, some students

consistently perceive the educational environméent as blocking or
' /

inhibiting them from- iearning. Since they-disconnect.while others

thrive, these learners are typically viewed by the schools as "prob-

lem‘people" or "difficult students.” Too often, many such learners
) £

.irternalize this unfortunate and misleading irnterpretation of the

mismatch between the enviromment and themselves, and start to azgept

the view that they are not-éuccessful, capable or . important persons.
Other such learners, who realize more cleafly that their marginality

S

is a condition of their interactions with particular school environ-

ments, resqlve their;dilemmaby dropping-out or tuning-out to aveid a

-

‘.

fullﬁcommitment.to learning. ) g

Concern for these "margfnal'learners"l‘served as one important

.

impetus behind the recent movement to create public alternative~high

schools—separate institutional settings designed, in part, to

¥ .
P

5 C o - S di
match the needs of inc¢reasing numbers of learners who were discon-

néctedmfrom or dissatisfied with their regular high schools. Yet,

alternative high schools are also pestered by the same institutional

mismatch between environmental conditicns and the needs of some of

their learners.
i

Alternative schools became a refige for at least three groups

'oﬁ/éthdentsf ‘tboéé'éﬁthusiasticxenﬁ r eady for a new.way of leérnihg;

those fleeing an undesifable prevgghs school; and those.with little |

choice about their placement ir alternat ‘ve schools (either as a
) -5 j

. 1Y
last-ditch referral fro- schools, or as a p-
© Q

-
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school system's.efforts to avoid school desegregation suit::. Too

~often alternative schools found themselves coping wifh diverse groups

of students by using a new framework of currigculum designed for only

-

. \ ) . v
~one kind of learner—those ready to become self-motivated and self-

determining. When students who were not ready for the new orthodoxy

joined the alternative school, 2 new gersioﬁ of the familiar problem

o ¢

of marginal learners emerged. As they once ‘had irn convent ional

schools, again in the alternative school, individuals Str&ggled to
find a place in a dominant set  of learning conditions not well suited

for their diversity. ¢ ; -

The persistence of tha institutional problem of marginal learners

suggests that educators lack adequate data as to what environmental

a

conditions and events are anecessary to insure that some pupils are
0 . \

not ineluctably forced to the edges of their classrcoms. The public

T o

_alternative high school? is a pafticularly appropriate milieu in

a

which to examine this problem because alternatlve schools must take

s

seriously the creation of environments conducive to individual and

Y

group differeﬁces'presented by learners who were dissatisfied with
and discomnected from previcus schools. It ‘isthis priority to better
. '

meet the learner's unique needs that gives reason for the existence

of an alternative school, and ppssibly the total alterq;tive school -

“ movement. ThiS_Paeepugresentswaudescriptive study designed to

idvestigqte the problem of learners on the margins of school environ-

o ¢ ~

ments,  in the context of public altéfnative high schools. The

‘research is feégrtzd in five sections: Purpgse of the Study, Theo-

retical Persbect%ves, Research'ﬁethods, Anaiysis angd Results, and
=N , .

Iﬁpifcations for School Improvemen{;v

B . 3 s
. - e
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- Purpose of the Study

The purpese of this study wd® to anaiyze the perceptions of
adoleecegt students toward selected‘cgnditions and happeningsithat
characterize the educational environment or curriculum of sampled
alternative schools. The investigation Centered on data from rwo

groups of learners—those who were disconnected from alternative

school envirdonments and those who were involved and pro&hctive in

oo
4

these settings. Specifically, three major research questions guided

3

3

eWhat are thevperceptions of all learners in sampled alter-
native schools toward selected variables which are likelyc
to influence their interactlons with the learning, environ-
ment? P

eWhat -are the differences between the perce.tions of marginal
learners apnd the perceptions of other learuers toward selected

variabié€s of the educatlonal environments of sampled alter-
native schools?

sWhat %ifferences exist between marginal learners and other
learners in sampled alternative schools along selected |
demograph1c and academic variables?

R

Theoretical Perspectives
Two theoretical perspectives gave direction to the research

. . , * .
process used to’'determine student perceptions of alternative school

-

environments. The first perspective established the appropriateness

% 4 .
of using student perceptions to describe learning- environmentg. The
second perspective deecribed important influences of environmental

conditions on human behavior in school settings. By reviewing the

literature on deviance and ~chievement in school settlngs, this 1atter
Q

perspective was used to i« tify eleven d1mens¢onsbof learning environ-

ments which are likely ‘to influence a learmner's interactions with 'school.

3
<
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Student Perceptions of Learning Enviromments

r

The percepEioné of students<toward learning environments can.
be an important source of information about the ways environments
influence student behavior: Specifically, student perceptions pro-

vide clues as to how different environmental !a:lmensions affect the ™
condugt of various individuals. For éxample,'some learners are
intelléctually, socially and physically at home in school environ-

ments. Other learners, however, are uncomfortable strangers housed
in settings that do not connect with their inchoate ways of finding

and producing meaning. Yet, both groups act based on the ways they
' - N . t
perceive their school settings. Thus, when existing environmental

-

conditions are perdéived in a different way by two groups of students;

it is likely that the behaviors of these groups will also differ.

" For this reason, educators familiar w;th student behavior can

better understand the impact of the learning envirdnmentS‘theyfhavei

©

created by systematically consulting student percébtions of curricu~-

»

lum conditions. If student perceptions indicate that a learning

environment is not serving Ehem_adequately, their perceptions og the

specific environmental conditions which affect them also provide a

.

starting point for the inquiry into what can be done to correct the

mismatch between the environment and the student. On the basis of
this inquiry, learning environments can be altered to match the -~

-
- R ~

needs and strengths of students. Further, learning environments
Ne! L

that more effectively induce pupils to- confront and revise their
limiting perceptions and self-defeating behaviors qan;be created.

In sum, without student perceptions, educators act mainl§ on the

~ ~

basis of the limited informatiqn their own percpetions provide.

»

-7
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One méjor strength of .an approach using perceptions to investigéte

learning enviromments is that it allows both educators and students

to comwert environments hindering behavior into settings that en—

’ -

courage Jearning.

The prdctical qustion of how to measure - and interpret
student perceptions of iearning envirorments has been a subject for
empirical research since 1938, whefi the need-press model of Henry

o~

Murray was introduced. 3 Two majqr research approaches emerged from
Murray's conceptualizations of the iﬁfluence of enviroﬁment on be-"
H;vior. Thege approaches cogrespopd to two categories of environ-
ment he named Alpha presscaﬁd Beta press. Alpha press refers to

the actuél preés that exists, as far as sgientific inquiry can deter=

v * ; ‘. ?
mine it. Many noted methods" for measuring classroom environments«4/{//

use Alpha press, Beta press may be defined as the participant's own

ir_erpretation of the environmental events or conditions that he /

or she perceives. Beta press was chosen for the present study because

of its potential value for reflecting differences between the per-

» Ty f

Al B ~
ceptions of learners on the margins and other learners in an environ-

ment.

In 1956, Stetn, Stein and Bloom® developed a systém of inter-

action constructs based on Murray's need-press taxonomy. From this

. apprrach, George Stern® constructed the Activities Index (an insg;u—.

- -

'ment'désigned to assess individual'needs) and the'High School Char-

~ [

acteristics Index (measuring aspects of the academic environmental
press at the high school level). The purpose for-these instruments
was to provide a set of parallel devices for measuring person—situagion

L} .
parameters through the use of Beta press.
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From these béginnings,'parallel series of studies at the
N . . .
college, high school and elementary levels have -used the collective

perceptions of student$ to describe the climaté of their schools.
Robert Pace's research at the college and university"level7 and

the research led by-Robert Sinclair and his colleagues at the elemen-

tary level® have demonstrated, among other findings, that research

instruments measuring Beta press can be developed for'elementary

school and college learners with acceptable reliability and vélidity

levels. = .

. However, several attempts to”describe high schools using one:

or both-of the Stern Indexes have proved less convincing. It has

been suggested that the instruments may laék independence, and -may
be inappropriate for use in descriptive stud1&‘ of today s youth and

high schools In particulat the High School Characteristics Index

is long (three hundred items and thirty scales) and has been plagued

by low rellablllty. 10 In fact, er study estlmated that only 1727

.

items (pr 52% of the total number of 1tems) could be consideréd ef-

. : ] & . T,
. fective indicators of environmental press in the schools st:u‘died:‘1

In addition to these apparent weaknesses, the High School Character-
istics Index.was.also congidered inappro;tiat% for the present study
because no ‘attempt was uade in the curreut research to match"a
student's perceptions to his/her individual%oéféoﬁéifty:'ﬂ””

Insteaé an instrument ent;tled the Afternative School Environ-

ment Survey (ASuS) was developed to collect student perceptions “toward

environmental conditions that are likely to influence a learner's

-
involvement in public alternative high schools. Th: derivati

environmental dimensions is the "8ubjett of thergecoéa theoréEak

spective.

, M
- ; Y
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The Influence of Educational Environments

. . -~
A review of curriculum research and of sociological literature

about deviance in social settings resulted in the identification of .

five conditions likely to influence marginality in school s ttings.

§ R\

@

Next, five additional conditions likely tofinfluencé achievement

in school environments were identified. Roth sets o>\Fonditions
: ,

were used to generate°the selected environmental vapia%les. Finally,

elrven specific”variables of school' emvironment’to be measured in the

B

 present study were identified and defined.

Conditions Associated With

Deviation in School Settings

‘is such a persistent given, too often educators learn to ‘accept this
T ‘ ,

+In every industrial .country, students are taught in groups in

!

such a way that some students learn well while others learn less well.
- \ ' ’ !
Benjamin Bloom has argued thdt one of the most significant elements

accounting. for individual differences in school léarning is the cen-

. R . - N
trality of group instruction in most learning environments.!2 As -

B A

students move haphazardly from one teacher to another on an hourly,

daily, term and yearly basis, the errors, gaps and. strengths developed

in the student's learning in one setting are compounded with the.errors.
| Al
and progress made in subsequent classrpoms. Because group instruction
. . ’ ’ ° * 14

Iy

fact of their environment and learn to.rationalize their inability

a

to reach some students. As a consequence, the low achievement and

/

incomplete skill development of ﬁany students is tolerated and

accepted, instead of remediedt This resulting acaHemic;deficiency

*ishone prime motivation for the "devian£w5behavicr of some students.

Al

<
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Second, schools use multiple aud ongoing ways to evaluate
learning performance), ranging from teacher commewnts, peer reactions
{ ‘.

. o \
and self-reflection to repnrt card grades and parent/teacbe; con-

ferences. These de&icés and‘procedupes, whether expref%éd in the .

curgicuium or latent in the claséroom environment, combine to con-~

;ribute to the develobment of each individuals self-concept as a

learnér. Student responses to learning environments depend,.in part,
' on thg ways they aée'being ju&ged or evaluated by the inséitutiPn

+ and pn their own developing academic self-concept. MNecessarily, o

some young people judged negatively by the school begin to dev;lop
\ "deviant"'percepkions and habgts des;éned to reduce the amount of éain
! the iqstitutioa éan nge them. : . ’
! Third, research on c;hceptual systems suggests that learners
'/ employ two kinds of interpretive m;neuvers and two sets’of behavioraln

rgactibns to minimize the impact of environmental evéntq,which thgy.
igeréeive;as threatenin% to their éoals and self—concepts.13 The first

interpretive maneuver is called "neutralizing," whereby an event is “

restr%ctured iin perception to directly'miﬁimize its impact (What's

so bad about that?", or, "It wasn't‘my;fault."). A second general

N

interpretive maneuver is called "bolstering," whereby the positive

-

elements of one's own conceptual system are reaffirmed to minimize a

4

) ) -, S
“//broblém situation ("I had to do it.", or, "My friends know the

o=
Y ¢

difference."). ' T

-

Further, learuzrs whose accumulating experiences at.- school teach

them their own r&la&iVe inadequacy also act to resolve painful situ- '/

- yations in two general, behavioral ways.* First, tliey attempt to dull

’
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the sharp edges of insensitive ecvents (by leaving the classroom or
. ’ A
losing homework). Second, “hey reorganize their .conceptual system
- - 1 . s

so the events will not be so refuting (by submitting to authority or

Y

acting hypocritically). Thus, learning environments that are un-

.

responsive to students can lead to a variety of self-protective

behaviors often deemed deviant by the refuting institutions.

N
~—e

r Fourth, drawings on Talcott Parsorls taxonomy of deviance in

14

. ‘ social systems, Hagstrom and Gardner!S have proposed a tentrative

o typology of student déviation that stressds the variety of forms in

i which deviance occurs. This typology suggests.thét‘ﬁs;ginal student
1
|

perceptions and behavior toward important schonl norms, authority

flgures and learning groups will d1ffer from the perceptions and bed
- - x\
havior of their tlassmatss. . ) "

v

Fifth, the way that teachers label the behawvior of indiv1du§1
4 l

students contributes to whether their marginal beravior is a tempor~
ary or a more intransigent .phenomenon. Marginal status in’ a schopl
is a matter of social definition. It does not arise when a’ person-

i . Bl - .
commits certain acts, but when other people define thése acts and

-

their agent as deviant. An act committed by one may he viewéd as a

. transient episode that ‘does not merit i response and certainly’ does

[y

not justify an outright condemnation of the actor. Yet: if the same

act Were\commltted by another, it m}ght be viewed as a more serious ~

Py

matter. -\Thus;- when a group's authorities——lts mgrai entrepreneurs"

5 " dn Becker\s.phraselb——consistently react to a person's behavior by

El{[C A , . v
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labeling it deviant, and when this individual comés;to’accept'the
x . : N

s

.t (. 4' . o N
labeling by acting to wmaintain this identity, the marginal behavior

will become a more stable aspect of ﬁis[her role %nasnersonality in

s - . .
- .- F . ; .
the group. Certainly, thet weight of evidence concerning high "school

Ca - . . -

dropeuts establishes that moré permanentlmarginal behavior has its
- ’ - C T

roots in early school failure and long-standing negative‘laneiing by

the school.!? The labeiing-of individuals in terms of temporary or

< permanent .deviation is another powerful way that schools c¢reate mar-

’ ;
ginal behavidr. ¢ . -
- - :"V - N - ‘- ¢

In sum, while the presence of_narginal 1earners,.in schools is -+ =

P - ]
frequently v1sualized as\a product of organizational failure, there =

o

is a sense 1n which learners on the rargins are a ptodUct of the échoo}
’ ~ f.,\.' . -

organization itself—through its system of~group instrpction, through

d

its absorption og‘and fdilure to correct a multitude of learning errors,
" .. . - \ o .
¥ - . v -. _ >~ -
through its insensitive evaluation-and lateling of learnersy through
> i = [P - f - .

- b [y

. - ‘- - ‘ . .~
.its norms, and through the overall impact of a powerfuyl latent curri=

. . ’
~ - . -
-~ .

qulum... | : e . .

. b -
e - v

Conditions for Achievement . . R

, « -1in School Settings N , ' ‘o
: Cd . (AN - . . . -

.\\ . s

Benjamin Blodm and his associates at the -University of.CBicagb

- S ~ .v,'~

nzve constructed and tested a model of school learning ‘used to predict"

, and explainlvarlation in achi, ement.18 In brlef th1§ model gx0p03es {}”

three interdepend t variables' as key to determining learning outcomqs

‘ (1)- cognitlve entry bghavfbrs; (2) affective entry characteristics and

~ (3) qﬁality oP lnstruction. Cognitive entny behaviorf which degefmin%.

“the extent to which a bpeCIflc task car. be learned, ‘a;e estimased"by~

. Cewt . - . e

ERIC - .. -, R G VT
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Bloom to account for as much as 50% of the variation in school achieve-
' ment._'Ne£f, affective entry characteristiés (including interests,
attitudes, academic self-concept) determine(theucénditians under which
a learner will engage in a lea;&i&g/tqék. Finally, the quality of |
.instruction (involving léarning cues, degree of ﬁérticipatién; rein-
forcement, feedback and corrective techniques) is seen as determining
the efficiency with which a.learner will accomplish a learning tésk.

‘Together, these three conditions are estimated by Bloom tofgggggnp'far

as much as 90% of fhe variafionvin school achievement.!?

Two additional exténuating condifions must also Be considered in
an accbunting of the environment th;t might influence a student's
achievement and marginalrstatus:in school: "peer influence apd extra-
school priorities. The relagionship of the adolescent-peer culture to
achievement’ and involvéhent in school has 5een extengiveiy examined.2%
Bro;dly sﬁeaking, the adolesbenf soéiety'in %/high-schobl, often using

)

a md?e meaningful set of sacntions than'the sghools ha&é to impoée, can
éitheradiv?nt participaﬁts' behavior into activities which conflict with
educatisnél goals, or can hold achievement in schédl as a prime ﬁath to
peer recoghition. Ngvetfheless, no matter héw q~y0ungs£er's peer
reference group views achievement, pressing extra-school're;ponsibil—
ities caﬁ take priority over ‘school work for many students. 2! Qbser—‘

vations of high school students who are marginal in gdhools indicates

that adolescents who have been denied positive assurances of their worth

'

in school seek pésitfve assurances for that worth- in interests and ﬁ
L S , _ :
activitizéxqentered outside schogl walls. “Further, students from
AN

~

" homes with fewer matdrial resourcgs'often have a major responsibility




for jobs around the house or for paid employmenc. These responsibil-~

N itieg drain the time and energy needed for school work.

Loy : .
Environmental Variables Measured, © .
in the Study . ) ~ : . 5/1

The personal, instructional, and social conditions which are X~

likely to influence achievement in school settings are considered
/

: together with the conditions wnich might aftect deviatiOn in—sch0Q1;4—4_~‘—‘

A

when developlng a framework for identifying variabLes which influence

learner involvemeﬂfiin high school settings. Figurel shows the con-
: e A o ‘ v
ceptual framework used to 1dentify relationships among con@itions

influenciﬂg marginality and achievement in school and thq selected

RS

environmental variables measured in the present study " Eleven qpeciflc

var*ablé% were conceptualized. As defined below, the environmental
hl 1 3, .
AN
variables‘of Outreach, Problem—Solving, Limits, Communication,_Discri—
R e il L

P mination, blarity, Difficulty, Teacher Effectiveéness, Mis—Schooling;y
Peer Influence, and Extra~School Priorities provided direction for the
Y ; - N -~ -

" ‘construction of the Alterpative School Environment Survey. . : o
: P ? 2.

- . N hd

< ' , .
OUTREACH o o R "

- KRS

»

This variable describes student perceptions of-the degree to
A -
which the school makes special efforts to involve a pupil in learning.
Outreach ‘attempts in e'school include:

‘ - 1. affirmative actions to identify student needs;

-
.-
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Figure 1 °

Relationships Among Condirions Infiluencing
Marginality and Achievement in School and
Selected Environmental Variables Measured By
The Alternative School Environment Survey

b

. o .
m
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Cbgnitive Entry
Behaviors .

~
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B
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g
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. . 2. ‘the practice of seeking information useful in-altering
existiné learning conditions to better respond to pupils;

3. the pfactice of noticing ‘and determiﬁing reasons for

fluctuations iq\a pupil's_involvement with the school,

a ' \

T

PROBLEM-SOLVING .
. 2] -~
:;_';;;;....;_:::.:_.;::i_::,A':[‘-his:.-vai‘.iable,de.se-r-ibes student perceptions of the schooi's '

;"ability, to resolve :its own organizafglonal problems, particuiarly those

>

’ﬁhich contribite to the School-reléted'problems of its individual memr-

¢ ° .

bers. To broblem;solve, a school must be-ef}ective at:

IS

]

1."definingrconcgrniﬁg situations as problems;

d///;/’¥2. organizing to anmalyze the situation and to propose
P L . »

b _ | hY

alternative approaches to solve the problem;

3. choosing possible solutions, iﬁplémenting them and

~assessing their impact.

- LIMITS"

This variable con81ders student Qgrceptions of the clarity of the

~e

aorms for acceptab]e personal conduct in a school. Specifical]y,ﬂ

Limits includes: o , )

N

1. the cla.,ity of unwritten rules and stated policy guide~

lines for appropriate pupil behavior, '
; i

; . ) : - \;/ .

- } .
o .
2. censistency among teacherd/and administrators 4n the !

- application and enforqemen% of rules and guidelines.

& ‘
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COMMUNICATION

This variable describes student perceptions of the degree to

<

which the school provides pupils with infdrmation necessary to full

and ‘satisfying involvement in school. An effective school comauni-

cation network includes:

By e TI-plantied Communication structures which directly'

) reachlthelintended audience;
2. efforts ;o'carefully;identify and stress he most
t ﬁecessary information; |
3. mulgiﬁle’opﬁortunities for receiving and clarifying
important information, aimed espaciallyvtb accémmodate’\ ey
. groués or individuals who are likely to miss:or need

the information the most. ‘ | ' - a

DISCRIMINATION

This . variz:ie Jescribes studeni perceptions of school conditions

Q . . . :
where individuals o sroups veceiras negative treatment from people who

Y

4 ' N
yespongd unfavorably o a persc-’s sccisi class, cultural background,

gender or academic abili: Discrimin.tion may exist when: - ' ) i

1. school groups are closed to new members on the basis
of .classy race or sex;

, 2. ability grouplngs, once set, make vertical or lateral
movement. between 1eﬁels difficult;

f ~

‘3. disproportionate numbers of one social .group cluster into .

a school program; "
. 4. pupils drop out or accumulate discipline referrals dispro- \\
- portionately from an identifiable sqéial group. ‘ \\

Q .\ . . } -l ’6\'
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" CLARITY

This variable considers student perceptions of the clarity of

-

academic standards and expectations. In particular, che Clarity vari-

El . ! .

able assesses the general information students possess concerning the

. new requirements and -procedures of the academic process in an alternative

e -school-.—Specificalty,~Crartty inclidess

1. knowledge of procedures’and criteria for earning credit;

-

2. knowledge of pchedures fofvmakingvand'changing class

S

schedules;

2

3. knbwlédge.of/policies governing attendance. N
E t 13

" DIFFICULTY ‘ »

s 4

This variable considers student‘perceptiong of the difficulty
- : B n / . -
of the academic content and process. Difficulty can be further de-

scribed as the- match between the student's skills and the level of

: challenge or press for excellence inherent in the curriculum. §, ci-

fically, the DifficultyLQariable inéludes:”

l. the amount of reading, writing and homework in classes;

-

2. the appropriﬁtgness of the pace of the classes;

3. the amount of participation and attention requifed in classes.

TEACHER EFFECTIVENESS

This variable considers the student perceptions of the_effective}

3

ness of ;hé {nst%uctioual énd group ﬁanagement sgyles-of fheir alter—.
~nati§é school teacheré._ Specifically, Teacher Efféctiveness in tﬁé
present study includgsp |

1. the group ﬁaﬁégement abiiities 9f téaéhers;,'

2. the personal/social counseling role qf teachers;

°

- : -3. the influence of the héayy work load on teachers in alternative

Yy ) . -~

:schools, g
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MIS-SCHOOLING

This variable describes learner perceptions of the current degree

of learning handicap stemming from previods s;hooling.“Mis—Schoo}ing
. E . . s
considers: ‘

N 4

, l."the level of skill attainment of “the tupil;

7. "the sophistication or familiarity of the pupils with

Y

. the types of learning environments ig which they will
3 . ‘ o

be "expected to function;
. \

3. the gaps°orvdeficien¢ies in a pupil's .information base;
- 4. 'the presence of negative learning and school behavior
: N ;

. N
habits and attitudes. = - AN : c ~ -

AN
\

&

" PEER INFLUENCE -

This ‘variable considers «*udent berceptions of the degree to

-
P2

which peer group pressures en<oura%5 positlve participation in learn-

ing at school. In particular; the peer 1nfluence variable 1ncludes

1. peer expectations: {or regular attendance and high achieve-

-~

ment ;

-

2, peer.influence on diSciplinary difficulties of students.

.

3

"EXTRAFSCHOOL PRIORITIES : :

This var&able con51ders student perce‘tions of the 1mpact of

\
resp?nsibllltl s, difflcultles and interests outside school Whth

might conflict ith and’ prevent full involvement in school. Inm

~

_particular% Extra—School.Prioritiee include:
1. pnpil—responsibilitiesdat home or at‘work;
2. nupil relationships with parent;; ~
3.  pupil interestsfthat cannot be adequately.pursued duriﬁgﬁschool.
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Research Procedures

The'purpose'of this section 1s to‘bresent the prbcesses involved.

in the selection of the sample, the description of the instrument, and

’

the specific research questions. °

2

Selection of the-Sample-mmr %o oo

) r

The data base for the present study includes the survey responsés

]

of 1,692 students in thirty-one public high schools in six eastern

stages. The school sample was selected on the basis of five criteria:

-

/[ . 1. Location of School: A balance in the saﬁple,Between urban,
SUburBan and rural sch.. .s was soughf.—

Mul' . ultural Mix: A balance in the sample.between predomi~
T2

nantly white (white student POpulation

>80%);vpredomina£ely B1§ck or Puerto
| Rican (ﬁlack and Puerto Ricaé student
_ population >80£); and mﬁltiéurturai stu-,
T dent'Eopulation (<80% majority'group) was

desired. -

3." Size: No school larger than ZSOﬁstudénts was selected.

-

4.- Interest in the Problem: . School Direhtors who were concerned
about the problem of marginal learners in
their schools and likely to'use this re-

search were selected.
5. Programmatic Diversity: A-range of Bchool philosbphjes and- ;. -

1

/program designs was sought:

N

in4all, fifteen ﬁrban schools, ten suburban schools and six rural

schools were selected. Among these, seventeen schools were claséified




ey

~10-

Y

‘

as predominantly white; eight schools as multicultural; and six schools

-
12

as predominantly Black and Puerto Rican. Finally, eleven alternative
‘ programs were labelled small (<75 students); thirteen schools were
d

__medium (between 75° studenLq and 120 students); and seven schools were

_“relatlvely large (>120 students) In ordar to. protectnthe,identity of .

the sampled instltutions, the schools were listed according to a
.numerical coding system corresponding to the order in’ which they were

—

visited.- Appendlx A presants the Location, oize, Racial Mix, Program

,  Design, and Curriculum Empunasis of the sampled schools. . ‘ ®

A stratified sample was created to represent the diverse demo-

g-aphic and academic features of public alternative high schools. . Data
collection was dimited tco thirt&—one selected schools, and the immediate

results of the study are.directed to chese institutions. Yet, the sample -

of schools is .intended-to be'representative 2nough to provide important -.

‘information concerning similar schools on the East Coast, and, to a lesser

- > . -

“degree, to schools participating in the alternative school moVement

.across the country. ’ ' e
) . -".' . ‘. ' i [
. Responses toward the educational’ environment weré taken from a .
universal sample of students.attending the selected alternative GChoolSa -
Learners who were cons1dered marginal to the school environmengkyere
Py e 4
identified by the teaching sofff using speclfic criteria Hased on at- kR

. R &
S ten@ance, teacher—student relations, dle,lylluary actions and_expresseo

dissatisfaction with the school. .Students also responded\to a series of -

. _ . . .
questions based on the same criteria, and could self-select themselves

for the marginal learner status by identifying with at least three of
the four criteria. If a student were identified as .marginal by either

-
5

. -
Yo : :
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of these methods, that student was considered tu be margimal for pur- .

poses of the present study. Students identified as marginal learners

N

were in no way singled out for special .treatment during survey admin-

istration and were treated anonymously throughout the resea;ch. Three

e

hundred and f1fty-ttree (or 22/) of the sampled students were icentified

as marginal to their learning environments by thesg,methods.

iDescription of the Instrument
The Alternative Scﬁool Environment Survey consists of elghty-eight

o

~ 2

statements about the instructlon, norms and curriculum in . =

alternative high°schools, In particular, this research instrument col-

lects student perceptians concerning eleven selected variablee of an
] . -
alternative school environment that are liksly to influence the involve- - .

ment of learners who experience difficulty or dissatisfaction in school.

I

> NI . ¥ . | ’
- The research instrument also col}scts information concerning the gender,.

¢

. cultural'background and social class of Stuﬂehts "and can be used io

describe tha alternatlve school environment as vicwed by dlfferent stu-
dent grbups. )

v

R ‘
A school score is -given on each of the eleven environmental vari-

ables.. The technique used for obtaining Qariable scores has been

P

.. adopted from the work,of Pace, ?3 Stern, 2" and‘§inclair.25' The scoring

technique was based on two assumptions: first, that the perceptions of -
> : & N K .
individuals working in. an environment were a useful srurce for describ-

'ing that environment; and second, that if two—-thirds or more of the

student participants perceived a particular condition in the samrn way,

then it could be considered an existing characteristic of the environ-

ment. Specifically, if sixty-six percent or more of the students answer
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‘the perceptions of~marginaLvand non-marginal learners.in alternati&e\
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. . |
a survéy item in the keyed direction, the statement is scored +1, in-
dicaring strong agreement among students as to the presence of- this
conditlon in- the school.* On the other hand -1f less than thirty—three

percent of the students answer a statement in the keyed direction, that

_statement is_scored - indiéatingwstronguagreement;aswtomthe absence -

"of the condition in the school environment. Each variable score repre-

sents the‘@um,of scores. for the eight items that make up the:variable

scale. A constant of eight points is addad to all scores to eliminate

. /. : . :
lthe‘pOSsibility of negative numbers. This scoring approach is called

A} -

e ''66 plus 33 minus" method of scoring because it takes into account

v N : ' ;o
a two to one level of student consensus in both direFtions }%om_the

keved answer, and thus, gives some measure of the iﬁtensiry of the ~
x .

environmenf. In this fashion, collectine perceptions were used to

J

characterize the learning environments.

>

. » This-initiaL, exploratory study 50ught>to begin,the/iong process

1

of developing and ihproving a research instrument. For this;reason,

L)
.

‘the reseafch-resuips mMust be treated as tentative until further instru-

‘ment development occurs. Yet, the initial validity findings from this

Y

- ]

study"were prOmising;' In terms of construct validitv; the researdéh

+

findings revealed clear differences in the predicted direction‘berween

-
T~

o . . N
‘.

schools. Furthér. inter-correlations among measured environmental "vari-—

ables are in a direction that corresponds to the meaning of the con-

structs measured by the instrument. . Finally, the "Alternative Schoal

Environment Survey was judged to have;adequate*face validity based on
i L . ~ g -

its review by alternative school directors, staffs, and students. In

L - S, .

T

\< . % . &

e e s
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[ .
particular, the readability of the survey instrument was estimated at

the ‘6.2 reading gfade level py the Fry Readability Formula.

The reliability meaSuresyfor the-eleven\ﬁariable scales based

L4

on several approaches to rel*abillty estlmatiqn 1nvolving éﬁe 1nternal

.

(Spearman-Brown Reliability Coefficient) ranged from moderate to low.

-~ .

One major fagtor contributing to these generally moderate to low reli- -
d

-

ability scores is the limitéd number of items that make up the variable.

scales. Reliability was'estiﬁated based on variablejécales cogsisting“

of only eight iteﬁs. Iﬁ.sum, the reliability of this instrument re-

£ . - .
quires improvement through further research. Both. validity and.reli-

ability should be:issues of continuous concérn before the instrument

RS

can be used with a high level of confidence.?27
- R &

S / Research Questions : ’ -,

Student reports of their environments were quantitatively analyzed

N ’
by means «f the t-test and the analysis of variance methods to provide

_answers to three major and eight related research questions. The fo1low-

Lo

ing research questions, wgich guided;the study, will form the basis for

\ . . .
the adalysis ang interpretation of the research findings.
/ ‘ . . _
J, . . /s
/ <

. ?\ﬁvQUESTION 1. What are the percéptions of all learners in sampled

‘ alternative schools, toward selected conditions which s
; are likely to ianuence their intaractions with the
J . learning environment7

A.- Do student perceptions toward selected environmental
. variables differ ~across the’ sampled schools’

B. Which environmental:conditions are‘characteristic of
schaols scoring highest on’ ach survey variable, and ngt
characteristic of schools scoming lowest on each varidble?

-
-

(SN
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C. Which environmental conditions are characteristic of
. schools scoring lowest on each survey yariable, -and not
: characteristic of schools seoring highest on each variable?

D. Which survey items produce the greatest agreement among
the views of all sampled students?

S STOUESTION 2. What are. the differences between the\perceptions of
marginal learners and the parceptions of other learners
toward selected variables of the educational enviren-
ments of -sampled. alternative schools7

S N
A. Do the pooled Derceptions of all ma: glnal learners differ
et from the pooled perceptions of all other learners toward
: each environmental variable?
B. Do the perceptions of marginai learners toward each environ- -
mental variable differ from the perceptions of ofher learners
" across’ selected schools?

QUESTION 3. What differences exist between marginal learners and
: other learners in sanpled alternative schools along
selected demographic and academic variables?
A. " What are selected:demographic and .academic chdracteristics
of learners attending sampled alternative schools? . .
.B. Is the percentage of marginal learners, who have particular
demographic or academic characteristics greater or less
than the percentage of sampled students with the same
characteristics7

‘ Before present1ng the research results, it is important to note -

that the findlngs of exploraeory investigations are tenuous and must

ov
-

'be treated as such. The twin purposes for exploratory recearch’ like

the present study are to identify potentially fertile topics for on-

going investigation and to begin the development of valid and reliable

~

research instruments. An inquiry of this nature into the educational

_environments of alternative schools requires ¥ollow-up research on a

large scale basis before any'of the following findings can be considered

more than tentative. Nevertheless. this study presents systematic .
{ & ‘ s
. . . “.' — *
Q .- i . Lo
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information that can be used, by educational nractitioners to-befter. L'~
: : - ) : ¢ ; ' R}
. . . R ' ‘ . e
E [y . . . ¢ . - PR
understand what environmental condition: .ght force studetts to the .” = & ¢y
B ) : N LN . “ Co st
. ‘ . : y TR : -
marglns. » . . . . ’ / . . ‘ R . .o (4
. y ~ . .é -
. - . . ) , Tt e )
R *+ 7 . Analysis and Results : ) _ R
* " 6 N : . * :
" The  first major research Question,focuseS{oﬁ the nature of alter- -

sative edugdtional environments, as perceived by stﬁdents.h.Examinatioﬁn_ L
.5’ v . hd » N - e T . . FA . /C
of student perception$s foward selected environmental conditions likely . :
to influence involvement in schodl learniné provides’ igformation about ,]Q’
- R ) : . : \ N
. - . | . ; S
the similarities and differerices among alternative schools.

A e s,

Overview of Alternative Educational -Environments.

. To set the stage for a closer examination of the.similarities and .

. . I -

. ‘) differences among alternative schools,.’a. compbsite picture of communal- "
ities among sampled alteynative schools is presented..- o R

‘ "

In general, alterrative schools weére perceived by their students ‘N

as making speciil efforts to help students learn. -The academic policies’
.and procedures were cleéar to students,iand teachers were generally ranked
. - N ew . RS - N

as effecéi@ecgrqup leaders. Further, the level of discrimination against - .~

Iy

students was perceived to bé low, as was the degree, of interference of .

.
Kl

o\ = 3 . . . ‘
outsidéﬁpriorities and interests of students with academic work. -The .
& ent :

, A LI . )
rules and policies of the schools were viewed as moderately clear, and
« . - j ‘I r
the communication and problém-solving processes in alternative school . .
organizations were ranked as_ﬁoderately effective. The academic difffi- < )
* - . A .

.. « 5 o . .
culty level was ranked as moderately low. Finally, students reported

telatively low academic handicaps stemming from previous mis-schooling.
t .
. - i ) : 3 -

.- . . f‘
. .

o

oo
C.
1}
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Environmental Differences Among Sampled

Alternative Schools

It has been widely assumed that alternative schools differ from
one another, since these institutions are designed asg flexible re~
sponses to the diQérgent'needs of their clients. Student reports’tended
to confirm‘this assumpt ion. Student perceptions of all eleven environ-
mental variables clearly differed along each of the eleven variables.

The differences between schools weré estimated by the énalysis of

- variance method to be sigpificant at the level of p<.00l. Table 1 pre-

sents the analysis of variance results. The largest ¥ ratios were found

for the Problem—Solving, Limits, Communication and Difficulty variables.

In plain words, alternative schools differed the most'in_fhéir abiliﬁgg; 7
to confront and solve organizational éfoblems that affécted students, in
the restrictiveness of their norms for acceptaﬁle studeqt behavior, in
their capability to communicate needed informatiomn to students, and in

i

the academic difficulty -of their curricula. By contrast, sampled alter-

‘native schools varied the least in terms of the high clarity of their

academic expectations, and the low levels of perceived discrimination.

It was also.poss}blé to determine what specific enQironmentalv
ghéracteristics‘seemgd to contribute to higﬂ of low variable press across
selected schools. To accomblish‘thiszanélysis, schools scoring highest
on each variable were’identified: Nexf, an itea analysis was conducted'
for each variable sc;le to isolate iteas thag wefe perceived in the same

way by at least two-thirds of the students in all schools scoring highest

on the variable. Thefselected items also could not be common to both the

highest and lowest scoring schools.

]

A
h -
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Table 1

Analysis of. Variance Results: The ASES Variables

Related to the Schools of Responding Students

Sum

“ Source of of Mean F Significance
Variable Variation D.F. Squares Squares Ratio of F-
OUTREACH Between Schools 30  396.47 13.22 5.815% .00l
Within Schobls 1660 3772.88 2.27
Total 1690 4169.35
PROBLEM- Between Schools 30 1233.02 41.10 ° 15.450% .001
SOLVING Within Schools 1660 4416.13 T 2.66
| Total 1690 5649.15
LIMITS Between Schools 30 599.30 '19.98 11.495% .00l
Within Schools 1660 2884.73 1.74
Total 1690 3484.03 : _
COMMUNICATION Between School« 30 748.62  24.95 11.408%* .001
Within Schools .. 1660 - 363%.16 - 1.19 - -
Total 1690 4379.78
DISCRIMINATION Between Schools 30 297.93 9.93 6.640% .001
Within Schools 1660 2482.60 1.50 )
Total 1690 2780.53
CLARITY Between Schools 30  207.09  6€.90 4.282% .Gl
: Within Schools 1660 2676.02 1.61
Total 1690 2882.11
. DIFFICULTY Between Schools 30 907.13 30.24 11.263* . 001
' Within Schoois 1660 4456.45 2.68
Total 1690 5363.58
TEACHER Between Schools .30 311.96 10.40 7.410% . 001
EFFECTIVENESS Within Schools 1660 2329. 38 1.40
Total 1690 2641. 34
MIS-SCHOUL.NG Between Schools 30 247.40 8.25 3.658% .001
"Within Schools 1660 3742.65 2.25
Total 1690 3990.05
PEER INFLUENCE Between Schools 30  492.81 16.43  7.105% .00l
. >  Within Schools 1560 3837.70 2.31
. Total 1690 4330.51 |
|
" EXTRA-SCHOOL Between Schools 30 335.33 11.18 3.322% t.OOl
PRIORITIES Within Schools 1660 5585.60 3.36 ’ !
Total 1690 5920.93

*F Ratio was significant at p < .001.

s

Lo
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~Envirommental Conditions Characteristic

of ﬁigh Variable Press  ——-

—~—

’ In brief, the following specific environmental attributet from
selected variable scales were judged by students to encourage involve-

ment in learning. High OQutreach schools were responsive to learner
4

v

needs and interests because teachers zought to identify student sugges-
. k

tions and difficulties. Next, ;chools effective at solving organiza--
tional problems syétematiqally confront;d identified problems unitl
changes in school organization and individual behavior occurred.
Fdfther, tae boundaries defininé'whét students were permitted to do
were clearly-defined and oonsiStéﬁtly“éhfofééd“ih'SChOOlé'ﬁifﬁahigﬁﬂr
Limits'scores. In schools with high Communication scores, students
could get their quesgions answered, while effective orientation pro-

. LS

grams provided pupils with the information they needed to succeed. In-

.

schoois rated high in Clarity academic expecﬁakions and procedures
were direct and easy to un&erstand. In schools rated high-in Diffi-
culty, the instructional pace challenged students to active partici-
pation in classwork and homework. Teachers iﬁ schools ranked high on

Teacher Effectiveness were perceived as humane leaders of learning

’

groups' Finally, in schools where Peer Influence was high, peer groups

¢

encouraged attendance and achievement in class, and discduraged mis—
behavior at school. If verified by further research, these enviromn-
mental attributes considered relatively effective at promoting learning

could serve as benchmarks for consideration by other school staffs

seeking to encourage preater involvement in learning.
- , .

A
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Environmental Conditions Characteristic

of Low Variable Press

Next, the following specific .environmental attrfbutes were judged
by students t6 discourage involvement in learning. échools witﬁrunclear_
or inconsistent L{mits cfeated conditions where class cuts received
no serious response and students could spend a great deal of unstructured

time socializing with friends. 1In schools with low Communication scores,
3 f
'y K

students were especially confused by the: large group meetings that had

been a trademark of alternatiye schools in their ecarly stages( Also,
teachers reportgdly did not make’stu&enté\”work hard" in schools per-
ceived as having low Difficulty scores. These findings are importaﬁt
igformation for alternative schools that are judggd by the general publié
to Le loosély étructured and weak academically, for the'ﬁéssage from

student perceptions was clear that such conditions, when they do in

fact exist, are not conducive to high involvement in learning.

e - ST . -

4

.Environmental ‘Conditions Common - -

to All Sampled Schools

Ten survey items generating agreement among ninety percent or
\ B .
more of all sampled students indicate the existence of three general
\ N ' B

similarities among altermnat ive school envitonmentsJ First, alternmative
X ,

- S ' I .
school teachers received the consistent. support of their students, in
| -

part because of the friendly and helpful relationships they:deveioped
) I“ V .
with students. Secondly, basic cprricuium'practiées and policies in

alternative schools were understood clearly by most_stﬁdents. Third,

the scholarship demanded in alternative schodlé'ﬁas not overly gifficult

’
/

. -/ _ '
for most students. However, ‘a limited but important number of students—-

at least 6% tb_lO%--were being Challengeg beyond'their‘abilities. E

FRIC -
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Knowledge of the nature of educational environments perceived to
be effective and ineffective by students can be used by educators to
create school settings more conducive toklearning. However, no single
environmental condition produces equally effective learning for all
students across all scho&ls. Rather, methods for measuping perceived
educationél environment are most useful for matching specific learning
'cénditions to the needs of specific student groups. Thus,_these findings
based oﬁ the views of all students across sampled schools provided

necessary background information for considering the differences between

'thé>ﬁérééptions of marginal and non-marginal learners,.which is the

sudbject of the second major research question. .

o

Marginal Status and Student Percept ions

To identify differences between the perceptions of marginal

learners and other learners, two general approaches were adopted.

>

First, it was.important to analyze whether marginal status contfibutéd
to the differences amoﬁg studept perceptions; by comparing the pooled
perceptions of all marginal and all non-marginal learners in sampl ed
schools. Based on analysis of variance reéults, marginal and other
learners diffefea in a StatiStiqélly significaht way (p<.001) in their
perceptions towafd nine variables‘describiné alternat ive school environ-

ments. On eight of these nine environmental diménsions, the differ-

2 o

1 ences between marginal and ﬁon—marginal learners were consistent,

u

reéardless of the cultural background, social class or sex of the

\ L

students. In statistical serms, no significant interaction effects
were noted. In sum, although these findings should be regarded as

tentative, they can be interpreted as clear evidence that marginal-

a
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status is a powerful descriptive category for understanding learner

perceptions of school environment. Further, since the variables were

derived as environmental conditions likely to influence student in-

volvement, examination of those specifi. environmemtal dimensions
o

that were perceived id_a different way can provide important infor-

v

mation that could be used to create academic environments likely to

promote improved learning for students who are on the margins of seclwdls.

> ’ . ) Environmental Conditions Perceived Differently

N e e

~--wc 7 by Margiiial and Other Learners e e

The 'second approach to determining the diﬁferences in margiunal
and nsn—marginal perceptions inquired whether differgnces were
statistically Sign%ficaht when éhe vdriance am;ng thé students' schools
were also taken into account. In other words, this approach determined
whether certain environmental dimensions were consistently percei"éﬂ
differently &y marginal and other learners, regardless of fhe alter-’
native schéols they attended. To accomplish this analysis, the t-test
method was used with dafa from a sample Bf fifteen schogls where the

number of surveyed students identified as marginal was greater than —

or equal to ten.<®

According to t-test res;lts, the greatest and most consistent
. 7 differences between the perceptions ofimarginal and non-marginal
learners odcurred on the Clarity, Discrimination, Extra?échool Pfior-v
ities, Outreach and éommunication variables of'alternative school
environments. Table.Z shows that the statigtiéal significancg of the

differences between groups across schools on these five variables

rangéd from p<.02 to p<.00l. The academic expectations, standards and

ERIC =

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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Table 2 .

t-Test Results: Differences Between Marginal and Non-marginal

Perceptions of ASES Variables Across Selected Schools a
, .
- Number Standard I ‘ (One~tail
Variable of Cases  Mean Deviation  “F-Value T-Value Probability
Outreach/Marginal 15 13.47 2.13 4,27 -2.40% 013
Non-Marginal 15 14.93 1.03 , o
Problem-Solving/ |
Marginal 15 11.13 2.88, 1.07 i -.94 179
Non-Marg inal 15 - 12,13 2.97 |
Limits/Marginal - 15 10.93 1.91 1.07 -.3§ 395
Non-Marginal 15 11.20 1.97 -
Communication/Marginal 15 .21 1.3 1.67 -2, 25% 017
4 Non-Marginal 15 12’53& 1.73
Discrimination/Marginal 15 1.93 1.49 5.07 LIk 003
| Non-Marginal 15 . 60 b ’
R X ' = o -
Clarity/Marginal 15 14,00 1.60 7430 -3.93%4% .001
" Non-Marginal 15 15.73 “59 . ot |
Difficulty/Marginal 15 8.60 2.20 1.49 -.20 T
- - Non-Marginal -~ --15-- . 8.80¢ 2.68
Teacher Effectiveness/ | - ¥ )
Marginal 15 13.33 1.45 1.40 ~1.50. .073
~ Non-Marginal 15 \ 14.07 1.22 )
Mis-gchooling/Marginal 15 5,67 1.72 1.18 1.22 117
| Non-Marginal 15 4.93 1,58 |
Peer Influence/Marginal 15 . 10,13 207 1A -1.19 123
Non-Marginal 15 11.00 1.81
Extira~School Priorities/ : ‘ , , o s |
' Marginal 15 o 6.40 2.75 2.33 C2.44% 011 |
Non-Marginal 15 433 1.80 S | g
** = p<,01. *kk = p<, 001 . ~ N=15 School's
: 2 N
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procedures were usually not as clear, to marginal learners as they were

£
to other learners. Second, marginal learners usually perceived greater

discrimination against themselves and others in alternative school

-

environments. Third, learners identified as marginal generally per-

ceived more regponsibiliites and difficulties from puﬁside the school

1 .
s

‘that interfered with the Sgkcessful accomplishment of their school work.

Fourth, marginal ‘learners generally perceived that their t eachers did

-'not make as many special efforts to help them learn. Finally, the com-

munication proceéééérﬁéed in sampled al;erqétive schools were often

not as effectivé at providing marginal learners yfth the informatipn
they needed to succeed. -In'sum: these consisﬁent gaps be;%een marginal
and other learnér perceptions across selected schools may indicéte

environmental condit ions that directly .contributed tomarginal behavior

in school settings. .

To examine;/which specific school conditions most often showed

‘ '

the"greafest dififerences between narginal and non-marginal percepti6ns

of alternative scipol environments, an item analysis was conducted

.

. . . N \
with the following results. First, to a greater degree than other

learners, marginal students reported their teachers were too busy to

" help them. They were also generally iess satisfied with the variety -

4

in the curriculumqor the actual process of many classes. Further,

.

they, did not feel as able as other learners to have an impact on cur-

-

riculum decision-making. This evidence suggests that the responsive-
ness of teachers,and school curriculum was often perceived differently
by marginal and other learners..

. ) . . ) . .
Next, marginal learners perceived their teachers as less motivated

to improve the school.. In a related way, these learners were more



O
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skeptical of the alternative school's ability to solve organizational

problems. For example, marginal learners Saw large group meetings as -

more confusing and less important than other students did. On other
communication issues, marginal learners reported more often that their
parents desired additional information about their progress'at school.

In addition, marginal learners perceived greater dlfficulty gettlng

»

clear feedback about their own progress in classes. School work also
- L ) < 3 )
tended to be perceiVed as more difficult by the marginal group, and
L — B B e & -/

they tended to take longer than other students to become oriented to
scheduling~and credit-earning procedures in the alternative school.
. In light of these multiple perceptions of alternative school

environments, it is not surprising that marginal learners reported

‘more negative attitudes toward school than did their classmates. Find-

ing themselves in alien school environments not well suited to their

‘rteeds, they placed a higher priority on extra-school interests and
responsibilities, and acknowledged greater difficulties in finding |,

time for school work. Finally, marginal students were less likel§-than

other students to see relevant connections between their school work

-and their present and future oroblems.

~

In sum, the perceptions of marginal learners toward environmental

~

variables were found to differ in consistent -and statistlcally signi—

—

ficant ways from the ﬁerceptlons of other learners across selected

schools. Although these ﬁindings must be considered tentative; the

data suggest -that specific envirommentdl conditions in sampledqalter—
. - . . . 1! - R
native schools’ contributed, in part, to the difficulties of leagners
K ) v >

. - N
on the margins. In plain words, the evidence suggests that- school
./ ' . ’ . .

/
/

-
/ \

-

o

LY
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enviroﬁmenta were Qegp@ngibie; in part, for ;he ongciﬁé'troubles of

some learners. WEile school envirenment 1is not likely to be Ehe only
factor whieh 1nflua;ces the behaviﬁriéf'individuals on the margins, "
thia atudy suggests it is one powerful foree the sehool must redesign

to promote improved invelvement that results ini  learning for these

’ R

youths,

!

Qgﬁo raphiec an

d Academic Characteristice »

_;éj;ﬁ}éggpgtive Sehool Students

The third majprfreqearchyquescior é@ncern;ng éhe demogrephic and
academic characieriatics ofhﬁhrginaluané o:ber learners waé énpwered in‘\
two parta, Firsé. the cultural backgrcuuds. social classes, genders
and verbal ability levels of students from all thirty-one naﬁ}led school;
were summarized. §eccnd; the'demographic and academic characteristics
of marginél ledfners wére compared to tha‘characteristics of all learners
in the twenty-nine sché@la wﬁ@re marginal learners responded to the
survey, A

“Table 3 prements the cultural backgrounds, social cl;;s lévels
. and gendars of the l.bQZzntudentg,who :espondeé to the ASES survey in
thircy-oﬁe alpernativefschoo;s. It algo include? the verbal ability. )
levels of studentbAf}é5 the sixteen alternative schaolu:where verbal
ahility da;a wero'availéble. Alternative schooi populakioni were fouﬁd
ﬁblmirror'ngtional petcan:aééﬁ of different culturai groups, but to ‘
= Renerally serve :hese ;tudénts in culturéliy segregated environments.
In éact. ugventeaﬁ of thirty-cne schoolp'yare pfeddhinantly wh%te

.(white student population >80%), and six other schools were predomi-

Vnaqtly‘slack and Puerto Rican (Black and Puerto Rican student population

Il
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Table 3
- .
The Cultural Background, Social Class,
Gender, and Verbal Ability of Sampled Students
Number of Percent of
Category Students Students
. CULTURAL BACKGROUND
Black : 368" 21.7%
White ] } 1178 69.6%
‘Puerto Rican & other Backgrounds 129 Y 7.GT%
Not Reported _ P - 17 1.07%
Totalis 1692 109.07%
SOCIAL CI.ASS
Upper Middle Class 487 28.87%
Middle Class o 818 . 48.3%
Lower Class 182 . 10.8%
Not Reported . 205 12.1%
Totals 1692 100.0%:
GENDER
Mald 756 44.77
Female 934 55.27%
Mot Reporied L2 __0.17%
Topals 1692 100.0%
VERBAL ABILITY
. , -
Above Average Verbal Ability - ' 246 34.67%
Avérage Verbal Ability” 232 32.6%
Below Average Verbal Ability 234 32.9%
Totals 712 ° 100. 0%
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7
7

>80%). = Next, " at lea°t two—thirds of the students served by samE}ed

7

alternative schools were classified as middle or upper-middle class.
In particular, the trend in the reported data indicates that, even
within each cultural group, students from a slightly higher than

. *
- average social class level attended alternative schools. Finally,
~

sampled alternative schools served more, female than male students, and

approximately equal percentages of studentS'from\Qafioﬁs verbal

ability levels.
Next, the characteristics of marginal and other learners were

compared. Twenty-two percent ol sampled students wece identified by

g

their teaéheﬁs or by self-selection as marginal to their learning

énvironments. Black students were proportionately more likel§ to be o

<

marginal, as were lower class students, males and below average verbal

»

ability level students. According to an analysis of variance, both the
. A .
cultural background and gender of students were found to be related to

- margiral status in a-Etatistically significant way (p<.02). However,

the marginal status of students from different cultural backgrounds

varied depending on ;heig/ﬁocial clans levels. In this interactiony

the contribution of cultural.Background was the more influential factor.

.~

Finally, marginal stdtus was quite likel y to be related to the‘yerbal

. ability levels of s;udents. Nearly twice as manx below-average students

were marginal in their schools, when compared to abbve—average level
. -~ - 1

students. Still, nearly, one-quarter of marginal students were reported

as abgive average ability in schools whete these data were available.

In sum, .the selecte& demographic and academic characteristics

-t LY

of marginal studerts were different in ‘mportant ways from thqse &i

. other learners. These tentative results target the social groups who,
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in general were best and least served hy sampJed alternative Schools.
The data suggest that these schools seemed to work best for studentJ
with the same social characteristics as those who tended’ to Succeeo"

~

in traditional high schools. On the other harnd, the sampled alter-

native schools seemed to work least well for s&ﬁdents with the same

[
v

social .and academic characteristics as those who tended to disconnect -
from regular high schools. This interpretation, if verified by further

,ﬂreéearch,ﬂimplieS'that”alternative school enviFonments have yet to

B . ‘ . 1;
resolve the persistent problem of learners being on the margins of
schools. ) . S ‘ Y,

Implications for School Imp\ovement

If learning environments are to improve in ways that connect with
‘all learners, the alternative school approach of creating a separate
‘institutiop with a new, relatively monolithic learning environment
Cowill have to he reexamined. In particular, the ser}ous gaps between
the perceptions of marginal and other learners across selected alter-
native schools raiee compelling iSsues for the fature of the alternative
school movement. In this context, the present stud;\is important for
three reasons} First,~this study analyzes the ability of the altpr—
native school to meet the needs of learners who were disconnected or
dissatisfied with their highcschools. Second, the instrument and
analytic procedures developed in this resdarch euggest a possible pro-
cesa for school_improvement, Third,_the findings of the study imply a

different approach to schooling and education, one in which existing

0

Gchools develop within that single institution a multipleaset of clearly

»

L *

.,
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Yet, the findings of the present study suggest that the alternative

-38-

defined learning enviromments that are carefully matched and rematched '
‘to the evolving needs, interes#s and characteristics of all\learners.

Alterrative schools have taken an important step toward creating

! > . - re
« -

another choice of learning environments. Hoqever, alternative'schools;‘
designed:in part to .serve learners disconnected from conventional high’

schpol8, seem to have created learning environments in which their own

\ - +

groups of students are dissatisféd or in difficulty. It is probable !

that many of these. students: had dirficulty in previous environments.

4

school environment could very well cogtribute, in a consistent and

statistically significant way, to the.difficulties of these learners.
\ ) AN . B
‘One tentative conclusion to be drawn here is that no single, monokithic

)

I ~ . . -
school environment 4s appropi$ate for the variety of needs and strengths

presented by any large group of studeucs. ' i .

The present study suggests that an investigative approach to the

~ RN -

connection between pupils and 1carning environments is a productive T ey

g8 TNy A

-~

place to begin an ongoing program for school improvement FQT example,

school staffs can inquiref(nto the presehcé or absence of the 1even*~\\

~

environmental}variables Mhijh'zonssjﬁth‘Eo either a temporary or pér- —

" manent state of disconnectioglfrom the school. Next, thé identification’

of learners who are marginal to-the school will alloJ&Ehe staff to com-

pare the views of margifial 1earners to the views of their c;assmates.

- <

The purnose for examining and comparing the perceptions of marginal and.

[N -

non-marginal pupils is to identify gaps or differences between the views
of these groups. When the results are dischesed importvnt mismatches

%
between pupils and thd learning envi